This article discusses to which extent the forthcoming ISO standard on life cycle impact assessment (tSO/DIS 14042) will be able to accommodate current best available practice in this field. There is, particularly, the risk that the requirement of scientific validity for public comparative assertions cannot be met sufficiently so that the standard may become counterproductive. It is concluded that current best practice for most of the impact categories is compatible with the forthcoming standard. However, difficulties will arise with the toxicity categories, in particular with human toxicity. There is no encompassing indicator is available which does not involve weighting between subcategories. A major improvement would be if, for weighting within categories, internationally accepted value choices wot, ld be established as a sufficient condition for public comparative assertions.
Introduction
In the standardisation of LCA in ISO, the standard on Life Cycle Impact Assessment (LCIA) has now reached the level of a so-called Draft International Standard (ISO/DIS 14042) (International Organization for Standardization, 1998) . This means that for the first time the participating national bodies will vote on the given text. In the working group preparing this draft consensus had been reached. Thus, it is likely that the present text will become a standard in about the present form. The preparation of this draft has been a long and difficult process of more than four years of debate involving active participation from national bodies of about 20 countries.
One of the most critical issues concerned the controversy on the acceptability of value choices in characterisation modelling in, what is called, "comparative assertions disclosed to the public"; this means, for public comparisons between product systems. Two standpoints opposed each other:
1. On the one hand, there was the viewpoint, particularly forwarded by the US delegation, stressing that the characterisation in LCIA must be fully based on natural science; the results must be reproducible, independent from the agent who performs the study. This viewpoint was also supported by some European countries, by Japan and a number of developing countries.
2. On the other hand, there was the viewpoint of the majority of European countries, in particular including the Scandinavian countries, Germany, Austria and the Netherlands, that LCA should be regarded as a supporting tool for decision making. In this view normative elements are not a problem, as long as a good procedure is followed with a clearly defined input from stakeholders, and as long as the results are presented in a transparent way.
These two standpoints are linked to different cultural backgrounds. The North-American society is often pictured as a litigation society, with a high risk that companies will sue each other if they come up with unwarranted claims about product superiority. Normative elements in LCIA then have the risk to render the results arbitrary and are therefore open to litigation. Developing countries generally are afraid that industrialised countries will shift from virgin resources towards recycled materials without a clear objective basis. On the other hand, many European countries have a strong cultural background towards consensus building in decision making. They take the current application of Environmental Impact Assessment as example, which also functions quite well despite the existing normative elements.
Both standpoints also have their limitations. The North-American viewpoint was rather far removed from current practice, as many impact categories involve points of choice which are beyond natural science (Owra'qs, 1998) . This would lead to an inconsistency, because the LCIA standard also requires that for public comparative assertions a sufficiently comprehensive set of indicators is employed. If strict requirements are set which cannot, or not yet, be met, such a comprehensive spectrum of impacts would at the moment be impossible to achieve. Thus, according to this viewpoint, the application on LCIA for public comparative assertions would be factually prohibited.
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On the other hand, the European viewpoint would indeed result in the situation that LCAs will produce a different outcome if performed by different agents, at different moments in time, or at different locations. And indeed this would reduce the credibility of LCA and make it more open to litigation, as was feared by the North-American delegations.
Given these two opposing views, how has this gap been bridged? This article discusses the relevant text elements in the present draft standard, which constitute the basis for the consensus in the working group.
A Consistent Terminology for LCIA
A first important basis for agreement consisted of the development of a common framework and a common terminology for LC1A. This was by no means an easy process, given the differences in background and in expectations on the outcome of the endeavour. The common framework consists first of all of the different elements which must or can be included (-+ Fig. 1 ). As the figure shows, a distinction is made between mandatory and optional elements. The elements rather closely follow the SETAC framework (CoNsOLI et al., 1993) although there are some differences, particularly in the optional elements. 
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Calculating the magnitude ofcategory indicators results Relative to reference value(s) (Normalisation) Grouping Weighting Data quality analysis* Another aspect of the common framework concerns the technical structure of impact assessment as defined for a single impact category (-+ Fig. 2) . Regarding the terminology, an impact category is defined as a class representing environmental issues of concern into which LCI results may be assigned. All environmental processes belonging to this category are called the environmental mechanism of that category. In the environmental mechanism, a category indicator is defined, being the basis for characterisation modelling. Thus, the characterisation modelling defines the relationship between the inventory results and the category indicator. In addition, the term environmental relevance is introduced, describing the links between the category indicator and the endpoints of the given category. Category endpoints are the variables which are of direct societal concern, such as human life span or incidence of illnesses, natural resources, valuable ecosystems or species, fossil fuels and mineral ores, monuments and landscapes, man-made materials, etc. (ISO term, but somewhat further explained here); the level of the endpoints is also called the "damage level" (SETAC-Europe term). . fN~. SO, . A next important point concerned the precise reach of the term "comparative assertions disclosed to the public". This is very important, as the requirements are much more strict for these applications than for others such as internal use of LCA. In ISO 14040, a comparative assertion is defined as an "environmental claim regarding the superiority or equivalence of one product versus a competing product which performs the same function". This means that single claims which are disclosed to the public will not fall under this heading. In a debate on this issue in the working group, this line was re-established. Single claims may pertain, for instance, to annual reports, but possibly also to scores characterising the environmental characteristics of separate building materials. However, the precise boundary between comparative assertions and single claims is as yet not precisely defined and will have to be further clarified in future practice.
*Mandatory in comparative assertions
Another point concerns the meaning of "disclosed to the public". An interesting question is whether exchange of comparative information within a branch of industry or within a chain of companies are to be regarded as internal or public; one may well argue that this can be regarded as internal as long as the public is not the addressed party.
